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As noted blogger Ian Moss wrote in a 2012 
post: “Creative Placemaking Has an Out-
comes Problem.”1 I would correct Ian in only 
one respect: creative placemaking has sev-
eral outcomes problems. In this brief presen-
tation, I’d like to address several of these. 
Most of the presentation will focus on the 
problems of conceptualization and measure-
ment of the ways that creative placemak-
ing influences a place and the people who 
live in, work in, and visit it. In the conclu-
sion, I want to raise the problem of creative 
placemaking grantmaking, which is criti-
cal because it is funders who are primarily 
pushing the creative placemaking agenda.
This presentation is organized in five sec-
tions: 1) the controversy over outcomes of 
creative placemaking; 2) the potential con-
tradictions in its conceptual foundation; 3) 
how economic impact and creative economy 
approaches have addressed the question 
of measurement; 4) the social impact of the 
arts project’s approach to the issue; and 5) 
implications for policy and grantmaking.
1. THE CONTROVERSY  
OVER OUTCOMES
Ann Markusen, emeritus professor of urban 
and regional planning and public policy at 
the University of Minnesota, caused a stir 
in the arts and cultural communities in 2012 
with a blog post (which eventually became 
an article) arguing that since creative 
placemaking was a product of fuzzy con-
cepts and bad data, the search for indi-
cators was doomed to failure.2 Markusen 
argued that creative placemaking was an 
example of a “fuzzy” policy concept, that is, 
“one that means different things to differ-
ent people, but flourishes precisely because 
of its imprecision.”3 Furthermore, Markusen 
outlined a number of data problems which 
make it unlikely that a rigorous assess-
ment of creative placemaking could succeed. 
These included:
 ⋅The dimensions to be measured are hard 
to pin down. 
 ⋅Most good secondary data series are not 
available at spatial scales. 
 ⋅They are unlikely be statistically signifi-
cant at the scales desired.
 ⋅Charting change over time successfully is a 
huge challenge. 
 ⋅There are very few arts and cultural indi-
cators included among the measures under 
consideration.
In a follow-up piece Ann Gadwa Nicodemus 
made a similar argument: 
“Creative placemaking” and its “livability” and 
“vibrancy” outcomes are malleable concepts, open 
to interpretation. Although this has increased cre-
ative placemaking’s appeal to varied stakehold-
ers, it has also left it susceptible to criticism—
that it is vague and supports development and 
gentrification over social equity. As funders and 
policy-makers develop indicators and metrics for 
measuring the success of creative placemaking 
projects, these fuzzy concepts are becoming less 
opaque and, therefore, even more open to chal-
lenge and contestation.4
Markusen’s blog caused widespread con-
sternation among the advocates of cre-
ative placemaking, in part because the 2010 
“white paper” she and Gadwa wrote for the 
National Endowment for the Arts was seen 
by many to be the founding document on 
creative placemaking. Perhaps not “fuzzy,” 
but Markusen and Gadwa’s definition of cre-
ative placemaking was certainly expansive:
In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, 
non-profit, and community sectors strategically shape 
the physical and social character of a neighborhood, 
town, city, or region around arts and cultural activ-
ities. Creative placemaking animates public and pri-
vate spaces, rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, 
improves local business viability and public safety, 
and brings diverse people together to celebrate, 
inspire, and be inspired.”5
One notable feature of their conceptualiza-
tion was to emphasize the role of cross-sec-
tor collaboration and the absence of any 
clear spatial element in their definition. 
Indeed, in their view, “[p]lacemaking can 
occur at scales as large as a multi-state 
region and as small as a rural town or city 
neighborhood.” As I will suggest later in 
this talk, if we employ the idea of cultural 
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ecology as central to the arts and place, 
such a fuzzy idea of the spatial dimension is 
bound to cause problems.
I strongly agree with Markusen and Gadwa 
Nicodemus: we need to work to clarify the 
conceptual foundation of creative place-
making, a task to which I will turn in the 
next section. I disagree, however, with 
Markusen’s gloomy position on measure-
ment. In effect, she argues that unless we 
can develop a complex multivariate model 
to test creative placemaking’s effects, we 
should focus on more descriptive, qualita-
tive data on creative placemaking in action. 
I share neither Markusen’s optimism that 
complex multivariate models are the best 
way to understand the impact of the arts 
on communities nor her pessimism about 
developing credible and useful indicators of 
that impact.
2. POTENTIAL CONTRADIC-
TIONS IN CREATIVE PLACE-
MAKING’S CONCEPTUAL 
FOUNDATIONS 
I see three distinct conceptual founda-
tions of the contemporary interest in cre-
ative placemaking in scholarly and profes-
sional literature: planning and architectural 
literature on the importance of streets-
capes; economic ideas of undervalued urban 
resources; and the social capital literature 
on the spillover social benefits of social 
networks.
Placemaking 
The placemaking literature usually traces 
its origins to Jane Jacobs and William H. 
Whyte’s influential attacks on modernist 
architecture.6 Jacobs and Whyte called on 
architects and planners to abandon grandi-
ose ideas about urban design and to focus 
on how residents actually use space. In par-
ticular, they pointed to the importance of 
streetscapes in avoiding the “grayness” of 
so many modernist urban developments. 
Their work influenced the rise of postmod-
ern architecture and the “rediscovery” of 
a human scale in urban development.7 By 
linking place to the construction of meaning, 
placemaking literature had a lasting impact 
on urban development in the late 20th and 
early 21st centuries.8
Undervalued urban resources 
A second source of creative placemaking 
ideas derives from economics. Sharon Zukin, 
in a number of influential books on culture 
and cities, has argued that the arts are crit-
ical to the symbolic economy that influences 
how buildings, neighborhoods, and cities 
are valued. As she notes: “public art instal-
lations, modern art museums, and festivals 
have become a pervasive part of cities’ tool-
kit to encourage entrepreneurial innovation 
and creativity, cleanse public spaces of vis-
ible signs of moral decay, and compete with 
other capitals of the symbolic economy.”9 
Thus, for Zukin, placemaking operates at the 
very local level but has impacts that ripple 
out to the entire city.
In a more concrete approach, Neil Smith has 
sought to explain the process of gentrifi-
cation through his rent gap theory. Smith 
argues that as the buildings on a particu-
lar parcel of urban land age, a gap opens up 
between the current value of the building 
and land and its potential value for redevel-
opment. The waves of urban displacement 
that we’ve witnessed around the world, for 
Smith, flow from property owners’ efforts to 
capture this rent gap.10
Social capital 
Social capital—the idea that one’s social net-
works are a resource that one can “convert” 
into other assets (jobs, opportunities, etc.)—
has been one of the more popular ideas in 
sociology of the past generation. Although 
Coleman and Bourdieu could be seen as its 
proper creators, the work of Robert Putnam 
Figure 3.2 The devalorization cycle and the evo-
lution of the rent gap
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is generally credited with popularizing the 
concept.11
In Putnam’s work, forms of organizational 
participation—hobbyists, bowling leagues, 
cultural and community organizations—play 
an important role in creating social capi-
tal. Putnam goes on to argue that this social 
capital is then converted into stronger dem-
ocratic institutions and ultimately more 
prosperous communities.12
Advocates of creative placemaking have 
sought to weave together these three 
strands to produce an appealing garment. 
Ideally, cultural entrepreneurs will pursue 
the redevelopment of under-used urban 
land to create appealing urban spaces that 
serve local residents, build social trust, and 
attract increasing investments. Advocates 
have been less likely to consider alterna-
tive outcomes. A tilt toward the interests 
of investors could lead to a flood of money 
(what Jane Jacobs called “cataclysmic 
money”), spiraling prices, and massive dis-
placement. By the same token, an emphasis 
on placemaking and social capital could lead 
to the search for policy tools that encour-
age “gradual money” and slower economic 
change.13
This lack of attention to the potential con-
tradictions in the conceptual foundations 
of creative placemaking has led to some 
missteps in its recent history. For example, 
ArtPlace America—a consortium of philan-
thropies and public agencies to support 
placemaking—published the following sum-
mary of its theory of change.
Although its grantmaking paid attention 
to the potential social capital benefits of 
investments, its public presentation seemed 
to veer toward advocating cataclysmic 
investment. 
Rather than paper over the potential ten-
sions within creative placemaking, it would 
be wise for advocates to acknowledge them. 
Certainly there is room for both invest-
ment- and social capital-driven policy mak-
ing, but without a clear understanding of the 
possibilities and pitfalls, funders are likely 
to stumble and end up with outcomes that 
they neither anticipated nor wanted.
3. MEASURING IMPACT:  
SOME EARLY ATTEMPTS
Creative placemaking needs to work on 
clarifying its conceptual foundation, but at 
the same time be open to experimentation 
in developing methods for understanding 
its outcomes. With a clear set of concepts, 
one can continue to improve one’s methods 
over time.
The most durable approach to measurement 
over the past generation has been the eco-
nomic impact study. These studies try to 
estimate the total additional value created 
by a particular arts investment or the aggre-
gate of all cultural assets in a city or region. 
The national advocacy organization Ameri-
cans for the Arts has been the most consis-
tent creator of these studies.14 
The goal of the economic impact study is 
to produce a really big number, hopefully 
one that ends with billions and billions of 
dollars. Yet, this emphasis on the really big 
number creates its own problems. It’s great 
if the arts community thinks its number is 
big, but what if the number for casinos or 
scrap metal is even bigger? By reducing the 
arts to their economic impact, we are likely 
to lose the most important ways that the 
arts matter to a community.
Perhaps more worrisome, many economic 
impact studies ignore the substitution 
effects of investments in the arts, that is, 
how the money would have been spent in 
the absence of the arts activity. When all 
costs and benefits are accurately consid-
ered, the really big number is likely to be 
greatly diminished.15
In more recent years, the economic impact 
study has been supplanted by a focus on 
the creative economy and the creative class. 
Richard Florida, in a set of influential books 
and presentations, has argued that cre-
ative people, not large corporations, are the 
driver of economic growth and that cities 
should focus on becoming “creative class 
magnets” rather than waste resources lur-
ing corporations. The Florida boom spawned 
a variety of policy silliness, including the 
decision of one city to attract “creatives” 
by designating a “gay” district.16 This over-
reaching has sometimes obscured Florida’s 
contribution in focusing policy on the com-
plex economic, social, and cultural forces 
that shape a place.
One undeniable implication of Florida’s work 





Over the years, we’ve come to realize that 
particular neighborhoods with very high 
concentrations of cultural assets—what 
we call “natural” cultural districts—were 
those most likely to demonstrate social 
impacts. What is more, we discovered that 
to understand the role of cultural ecol-
ogy in low-income neighborhoods, we had 
to “correct” the CAI for a neighborhood’s 
income. Using both the CAI and corrected 
CAI, we created a categorization of “natu-
ral” cultural districts, including high market 
districts, with high scores on both the CAI 
and corrected CAI; market districts, with 
high scores on the CAI only; and civic clus-
ters, lower income neighborhoods with 
high corrected CAI scores.
Outcome Measurements
Types of cultural districts, Philadelphia, 1997. 
SIAP categorizes cultural districts based on their 
socio-economic status and concentration of cul-
tural assets. High-market and market districts 
enjoy high socio-economic status, while civic 
clusters have many cultural assets given their 
lower socio-economic status.
Change in poverty rates between 2000 and 2005-09 by Cul-
tural Asset Index 2010, controlling for per capita income, 
selected cities. During the mid-2000s, block groups with the 
highest concentration of cultural assets enjoyed declines in 
poverty while most other sections of these three cites saw 
their poverty rates increase.
90
91
In the past, we’ve been able to show the 
links between “natural” cultural districts and 
a variety of social and economic outcomes. 
These districts were more likely to experi-
ence declines in poverty, population growth, 
improved housing markets and rising prop-
erty values than similar neighborhoods with 
fewer cultural assets. Furthermore, we found 
strong and durable connections between 
public health and child welfare outcomes 
and lower rates of neighborhood disputes in 
these sections of the city.21
Change in poverty rates between 2000 and 
2005–09 by Cultural Asset Index 2010, con-
trolling for per capita income, selected cit-
ies. During the mid-2000s, block groups 
with the highest concentration of cultural 
assets enjoyed declines in poverty while 
most other sections of these three cites saw 
their poverty rates increase.
Beginning in 2009, SIAP engaged the Euro-
pean literature on capabilities as one pos-
sible way to link its individual findings to 
a broader understanding of social wellbe-
ing.22 Instead of looking at the relationship 
between the arts and other factors wil-
ly-nilly, the capabilities approach (CA) pro-
vided a conceptual grounding for these 
results in the idea of social wellbeing. This 
engagement was hastened by the publica-
tion of the Sen/Stiglitz report, which pro-
posed the most fully articulated system 
for operationalizing wellbeing.23 This year 
(2014), in collaboration with The Reinvest-
ment Fund, SIAP has generated a multi-di-
mensional framework of wellbeing with 
thirteen sub-indexes and has begun to 
examine the connections between cultural 
assets and social outcomes.
DIMENSION SUB-INDEXES DESCRIPTION
Economic wellbeing
Material standard of living: income, educational attainment, labor force 
participation
Economic and  
ethnic diversity
Gini coefficient (measure of inequality), household income diversity, ethnic diver-
sity (percent of residents not members of largest ethnic group)
School effectiveness Current school proficiency scores, dropout rate, private school attendance
Housing burden Overcrowding, housing financial stress, distance from work
Social connection
Institutional Nonprofit organizations, geographic mobility
Face-to-face connection Trust, belonging, participation
Cultural asset index Nonprofit and for-profit cultural providers, artists, cultural participants
Insecurity High personal and property crime rates, Human Relations Commission complaints
Health
Morbidity Diabetes, hypertension, overall health condition, obesity
Insurance, access Low insurance rates, delayed care due to cost, use of hospital emergency rooms
Social stress
High teen pregnancy, lack of prenatal care, high homicide, reports of child abuse 
& neglect
Environment Environmental assets Parks, trees, grass, underground streams (inverse), heat vulnerability
Political voice Percent of eligible population casting ballots in 2010 and 2012
Outcome Measurements
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 
Coefficients
Sig. Correlations
B Std. Error Beta Zero-order Partial
Top 60 % (Constant) -0.530 0.025 0.000
Economic wellbeing -0.821 0.050 -0.640 0.000 -0.547 -0.509
Cultural asset index 0.098 0.026 0.144 0.000 -0.266 0.132
Bottom 40% (Constant) -0.133 0.092 0.149
Economic wellbeing -0.615 0.071 -0.344 0.000 -0.384 -0.352
Cultural asset index -0.450 0.084 -0.215 0.000 -0.278 -0.228
In our most recent work, we have investi-
gated four of these sub-indexes—morbid-
ity, social stress, school effectiveness, and 
personal security—for the city of Philadel-
phia. We’ve focused on the role of economic 
wellbeing (income, educational attainment, 
labor force attachment) and our cultural 
asset index in explaining variations in these 
social outcomes at the neighborhood level. 
The analysis produced several significant 
findings:
 ⋅High-income neighborhoods enjoy higher 
levels of social connection than poorer 
sections of the city.
 ⋅Despite this association, social connections 
have a stronger influence on other dimen-
sions of social wellbeing in low-income 
neighborhoods. 
 ⋅Within low-income neighborhoods, eco-
nomic wellbeing has the strongest influ-
ence on social outcomes. However, the 
presence of cultural assets has a signifi-
cant impact in mitigating social inequality.
For example, in the case of social stress, 
which tracks birth outcomes, teen pregnan-
cies, homicide deaths and reports of child 
abuse and neglect, economic wellbeing and 
the cultural asset index each had a strong 
association with lower rates of social stress 
in the poorest 40 percent of block groups. 
However, among the more affluent block 
groups, cultural assets were not associated 
with lower levels of social stress.
Our research on the role of culture as a 
dimension of social wellbeing, includ-
ing development of neighborhood-based 
indexes of wellbeing, is still in its early 
stages. Over the next several years, we 
hope to complete the study of Philadelphia 
and replicate the analysis in several other 
U.S. cities.
At the same time that we focus on the abil-
ity of the arts to mitigate the impact of 
economic inequality on low-wealth com-
munities, we must be cognizant of the 
growth of inequality and its harm to cultural 
institutions and engagement. Using data 
gathered over the past two decades, SIAP 
has been able to document the impact of 
rising inequality on Philadelphia’s cul-
tural sector. We have discovered, in par-
ticular, that cultural resources in the city 
are increasingly clustered in better-off 
neighborhoods. As a result, the correlation 
between the Cultural Asset Index and per 
capita income nearly doubled between 
1997 and 2011.
One reason for the increasing relationship 
between culture and economic inequality 
has been a decline in cultural assets in 
Philadelphia’s low-income communities. 
We can see this in two ways. First, we 
tracked whether cultural organizations that 
were present in 1997 still existed in 
2010-12. We found that the “mortality” 
rate of cultural organizations was much 
higher in low-in-come African American 
neighborhoods in North and West 
Philadelphia than in white or diverse 
sections of the city. As a result, many of 
the civic clusters we identified in 1997 
were no longer present in 2010–12.
Regression analysis of social stress with economic wellbeing and cultural asset index. Separate anal-
yses for bottom 40 percent and top 60 percent of block groups on economic wellbeing index.24
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Cultural participation rate by per capita income, Philadelphia neighborhoods, 2011
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Mortality rate of nonprofit cultural organizations, 
Philadelphia neighborhoods, 1997–2011
The arts and culture continue to have a 
demonstrable impact on measures of social 
wellbeing in Philadelphia, particularly in 
the city’s least advantaged areas. One won-
ders, however, if economic inequality con-
tinues to undermine the strength of cultural 
programs in low-wealth neighborhoods, 
whether the arts can continue to mitigate 
the effects of social injustice. 
5. IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY 
AND GRANTMAKING
SIAP’s approach to the study of social well-
being and the arts has made clear contribu-
tions to the ongoing debate over the social 
benefits of creative placemaking. At the 
same time, our research raises some signifi-
cant challenges to future efforts to formu-
late a place-based cultural and urban policy.
Conceptually, SIAP’s work provides two les-
sons for future work. First, place matters. A 
conceptualization of creative placemaking 
needs to focus on how the arts can make a 
difference in urban neighborhoods and how 
those differences can have a ripple effect on 
the city as a whole.25 This means that poli-
cymakers and funders need to conceptualize 
a neighborhood’s cultural ecology instead of 
focusing on one type of asset.
Second, the capability approach’s use of a 
multi-dimensional definition of social well-
being provides a set of concepts that can be 
tested empirically. What is more, this will 
allow the cultural sector to link its inter-
est in social outcomes to discussions and 
debates about these issues in other fields, 
including public health, housing and commu-
nity development, and education.
Yet, incorporating these lessons into policy 
and grantmaking poses the final “outcomes 
problem” for creative placemaking. The con-
cept of cultural ecology provides a solid 
foundation for creative placemaking, but it 
also poses a challenge. Ultimately, creative 
placemaking initiatives are about making 
grants to organizations. Even when these 
initiatives require collaborations between 
multiple partners, they are likely to include 
only a fraction of the “cultural assets” in a 
particular neighborhood. The gap between 
culture’s impacts—based on the aggregate 
efforts of dozens of different organiza-
tions, informal groups, and individuals—and 
funding mechanisms—which identify spe-
cific organizations—will continue to pose 
a challenge to those who wish to link cre-
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Jason Schupbach: Can you explain that 
wishing that it all goes together is the 
wrong thing to be doing?
Mark Stern: What we are seeing on the 
ground is that in fact it is not all going 
together. That in fact we are finding places 
where creative placemaking is generating 
some of the negative impacts that people 
worried about. In particular from some of 
the national funders that by wishing it all 
goes together they are not paying sufficient 
attention to the places where it is not wor-
king, or where the social equity side of crea-
tive placemaking is falling by the way-side. 
That’s my concern. …
This is all in the context of increasing eco-
nomic inequality across our entire society 
or transatlantic world. If we are not mindful 
of the fact that you have this overwhelm-
ing avalanche of economic inequality or the 
social side of things, the other stuff is tak-
ing over. 
Alexander Koch: In Europe, we often dis-
cuss a dividing line. On the one hand, there 
is this ideology of improvement. For exam-
ple, the creative sectors are pushed more 
and more into the direction of improving 
communities, improving cities, of being 
effective, etc. This sometimes tends to push 
the arts close to creative industries. We 
consider this a neo-liberal concept, which is 
more about creating economies than crea-
ting a better society. On the other hand, we 
say that what art does which is crucially 
important for society is creating empathy, 
allowing solidarity for people who do not 
necessarily share the same reality. Art helps 
to take a perspective which is not necessa-
rily yours. Art addresses the imaginary in 
society and this is an efficiency which you 
cannot measure.
Chris Ryer: Data collection is great, but sur-
vey data is where it’s at. If you want to fig-
ure out how your work is affecting or bene-
fiting a neighborhood or how people view it, 
you ask them. That’s important for the fun-
ding community. We have done 45-minute 
surveys hundreds and hundreds of times to 
find out people’s attitudes to their commu-
nity, and there is no shortcut to that. You 
have to ask people in your community, and 
it needs to be built into your creative place-
making model if you want to have an accu-
rate of how the community sees your work.
Mark Stern: Surveys are one of many tools 
we have for understanding neighborhoods. 
As we are seeing nationally, getting peo-
ple to respond to surveys is getting harder 
and harder. In a neighborhood, the threat 
around response rate is that you’ll only hear 
from the same 20 percent of residents, so 
you’ll do a good job of knowing what’s on 
their minds, but miss other parts of the 
community. [….] We evaluated a mural proj-
ect. If you look just at the mural, you can 
find all the social benefits about the mural 
in the neighborhood, but if you control/look 
at all the other stuff going on in the neigh-
borhood, the mural did not stand out. But 
on the other side, funders are demanding 
to prove what you have done. But what we 
have to make sure is that there is access to 
cultural opportunities. This is actually where 
we are losing ground. The language of place-
making has the bad tendency to emphasizes 
the outcome of processes, physical change 
over social change.
Mary McCarthy: Instead, what is interest-
ing about the arts and artists is its potential 
role of enablement. Art-making is a process 
rather than a product. Art institutions and 
artists can enable societies to fulfill them-
selves rather than simply creating product.
Fred Lazarus: I wonder if it is possible to 
turn this conversation around to a differ-
ent set of outcomes. We are actually using 
somebody else’s evaluation to justify what 
we do. One of the things we are losing track 
of [in the present mode of measuring] is 
that one of the outcomes here is to sup-
port artists, to support the creative process 
for artists, to create opportunities for that 
to happen. We are looking at building and 
places that allow that to happen as an out-
come. That never gets talked about. We are 
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always forced to evaluate whether the cri-
mes goes down or real estate value goes 
up or something else. But maybe our goal 
here is that we really think that the intrinsic 
value of our artists and our artist commu-
nity is worth something and [we are] creat-
ing these places which foster that. Looking 
at a neighborhood basis, that having at the 
streets and having artists as part of this 
community is part of what we stand for – 
just as we are in favor of diverse housing. 
We are talking about the value of the artist 
for this community. If we are creating an 
environment for artists – aren’t they an 
intrinsic value that we should supporting?
Mary McCarthy: That is a more European 
philosophy: the patronage of the arts and 
public support for the arts. We (in Ireland) 
recognize the value of the artist. Local 
and city authorities recognize the value 
the creative sector brings so they create 
spaces for artists to work because they 
know it creates a more attractive environ-
ment, a more textured and more “disrup-
tive” environment with low cost and mini-
mum commitment. We want to disrupt the 
normal kind of business, the perceived 
usual ways of doing things. The fuzzy logic 
is actually important. We need to find a 
better way to articulate that.
